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R394Bumblebees are synonymous 
with summers in northern 
latitudes and hold a place of 
affection with many people, 
but they also play a crucial 
role in the pollination of plants. 
They are also key indicators of 
environmental quality: they will 
only thrive where there is a rich 
diversity of flowering plants, 
undisturbed sites for nesting, and 
the absence of pesticides. Road 
traffic is also lethal, particularly 
for the low- and slow-flying 
emerging queens in early spring. 
Creating a buzz
Not surprisingly, they have faced an 
alarming decline in many regions 
over the past 50 years as a result of 
agricultural industrialisation, urban 
and road development. Bumblebee 
species are most abundant in 
northern central Asia and Europe. 
In Britain, where they have come 
under particular pressure from 
development, three species have 
become extinct in recent years 
and nine of the remaining 22 are 
endangered.
One of the best hopes for such 
attractive insects is to engage Winging affection: A new book on bumblebees may help raise awareness of 
these attractive insects, with much wider potential environmental benefit. (Picture: 
Paulo de Oliveira, Oxford Scientific Films.)the support of human helpers 
and there can be few more 
enthusiastic than Ted Benton, 
the author of a new substantial 
book on bumblebees, who 
has been observing these 
extraordinary insects for 20 
years but he is no zoologist; 
he is professor of sociology 
at the University of Essex in 
eastern England, and has 
delighted in highlighting the 
colonial and social nature of 
these insects with their highly 
developed division of labour 
and cooperation.
What all the different species 
share is a colonial life with a 
queen who produces worker 
bees. The worker’s role is to 
forage for nectar and pollen 
and carry out household duties, 
including tending broods of 
larvae laid by the queen. At 
a certain point, the queen 
switches from laying fertilised 
eggs, which produce new 
workers and daughter queens, 
to laying unfertilised eggs, 
which produce males. The 
daughters and males then leave 
the nest. The daughters mate 
once and then hibernate. Back 
at the old nest, the queen and 
workers die before the winter, 
leaving the daughter queens 
to begin the cycle again in new 
nests the following spring.
The importance of urban 
open spaces is one of Benton’s 
recurring themes. “So-called 
greenfield sites have been the 
subject of a scorched earth 
policy”, he says. “The use of 
insecticides, pesticides and 
artificial nutrients has amounted 
to a systematic assault on wild 
spaces in the countryside.”
Benton’s motivation for 
writing about bumblebees was 
simple. “I really love these 
creatures and enjoy observing 
them,” he says. But he is 
delighted that the exercise 
allowed him to get across 
wider economic, social and 
environmental issues.
Bumblebees, by Ted Benton, is 
published by Collins.  
ISBN 0 00 717450 0 (hardback), 0 00 
717451 9 (paperback).
